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Briefing Note – 26 August 2015 

Ethiopia 
Displacement, Gambella Region 
 

Need for international 

assistance 

Not required Low Moderate Significant Major 

  X   

 Very low Low Moderate Significant Major 

Expected impact    X  

 

Crisis Overview 

Since the start of the conflict in neighbouring South Sudan on 15 December 2013, more 

than 218,700 South Sudanese have crossed into Ethiopia’s Gambella region. So far in 

August, 3,448 new arrivals have been registered. In July, more than 7,200 South 

Sudanese arrived in Gambella, an increase from the 2,500 arrivals in June. Most people 

originate from Upper Nile and Jonglei states, and are fleeing food insecurity and 

generalised violence. Capacity of camps receiving refugees are overstretched. More 

than 13,000 new arrivals are awaiting transfer to a new camp that is being developed. 

More than 45,000 refugees are living in host communities. Conditions for those staying 

at entry points are worse than those staying in camps, as limited facilities are available.  

 

 

Source: UNHCR, 21/08/2015 

Key Findings 

 

Anticipated 

scope and 

scale  

 

27,407 South Sudanese refugees have arrived in Gambella 

region since December 2014, bringing the total of arrivals since 

the start of the conflict to more than 218,700. People are fleeing 

generalised violence and food insecurity in South Sudan. More 

than 90% of refugees are women and children.  

Priorities for 

humanitarian 

intervention 

 Food security and livelihoods: Many people lack access to 

food, and newly arriving refugees have walked for several 

days with little or no food. Food insecurity in South Sudan 

peaked in June–July.  

 Protection: Refugees have witnessed and experienced many 

atrocities, including killings, sexual violence, emotional abuse, 

abductions, and forced recruitment. Women and children, who 

make up the majority of refugees, are particularly vulnerable. 

 Nutrition: Acute malnutrition among is high in South Sudan, 

and has been reported at entry points. Among refugees living 

in camps, critical malnutrition rates were reported in April 

2015.  

Humanitarian 

constraints 

 

Road conditions in Gambella region are poor, impacting access 

to the affected populations. The possibility of floods during the 

rainy season (June–September) could further complicate access. 

  

 
 
 

 

 

 

Limitations  

Limited information is available regarding the needs of new arrivals staying at entry points and 

transit centres, as well as on the needs of refugees living in host communities. 

 

 

Location in Gambella region Number of people 

Resident population 259,000 

Pugnido I camp 62,830 

Tierkidi camp 52,240 

Jewi camp 46,491 

Kule camp 47,478 

Okugo camp 7,565 

Host communities 45,854 

Entry points (Burbiey, Matar, Pagak) 13,748 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/RefugeePopulation_inGambellaasof21August2015.pdf
http://www.acaps.org/
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Crisis Impact 

Since the start of the conflict in neighbouring South Sudan on 15 December 2013, more 

than 218,700 South Sudanese have crossed into Ethiopia’s Gambella region. 27,407 

new arrivals have entered Gambella since December 2014, as of 21 August. The 

majority of refugees are staying in camps. 45,854 are living in host communities 

(including 10,000 who arrived prior to December 2013). 13,748 were awaiting transfer 

to camps, as of 21 August. 67% of the refugee population are children; 71% of the adult 

population are women (UNHCR, 21/08/2015; 21/08/2015). It was estimated that at least 50,000 

people were killed in the conflict in South Sudan by December 2014, but there is no 

official death toll (The Guardian, 15/12/2014). 

Since 18 August, daily arrivals average 185. On average, 366 new arrivals have crossed 

the border daily since the start of 2014. So far in August, 3,448 new arrivals have been 

registered. In July, more than 7,200 South Sudanese arrived in Gambella, an increase 

from the 2,500 arrivals in June (UNHCR, 18/08/2015; 21/08/2015). New refugees are arriving 

through Pagak, Akobo, Burbiey, and Raad entry points (UNHCR, 02/08/2015). Most people 

originate from Upper Nile and Jonglei states, and are fleeing generalised violence and 

food insecurity (UNHCR, 21/07/2015). People are arriving after several days of walking with 

little or no water and food, and carrying little belongings (UNHCR, 01/05/2015). 

Capacity in camps is stretched. In order to meet the needs of the increasing refugee 

population, a new camp site (Pugnido II) is being developed, which will have an 

estimated capacity of more than 75,000 people. Relocation of an initial 17,000 refugees 

is planned to start on 25 August (UNHCR, 21/08/2015).  

Access to Essential Services 

While awaiting development of Pugnido II camp and relocation of new arrivals from entry 

points and transit centres, gaps have been reported in food, water, shelter, health 

services and mosquito nets at Matar way station (OCHA, 27/07/2015). 

Food: Many South Sudanese lack access to food (Die Welle, 14/08/2015). New arrivals often 

arrive after several days walking without food (UNHCR, 01/05/2015). Acute food insecurity 

in South Sudan peaked in June and July, with millions facing Crisis and Emergency 

(IPC Phase 3 and 4) food security outcomes by the end of July. Communities in Upper 

Nile and Unity states, where refugees are originating from, are cut off from humanitarian 

assistance due to insecurity (FEWSNET, 11/08/2015; 24/06/2015).  

Protection: 19,575 unaccompanied and separated children have been identified 

among refugees in Gambella (UNHCR, 21/08/2015). Sexual violence is widespread in the 

conflict in South Sudan. Many women and girls have been exposed to physical and 

sexual assault, rape, and emotional abuse. Grave violations of children’s rights have 

also been reported, including sexual violence, forced recruitment, abductions, and 

killings. Those who have witnessed or experienced such atrocities are in need of 

protection and psychosocial support (Protection Cluster, 07/2015). 

Nutrition: At Matar entry point, initial screening for acute malnutrition of 966 children 

under five, showed 2.6% severe acute malnutrition (SAM), and 5.2% global acute 

malnutrition (GAM) (UNHCR, 07/08/2015). Acute malnutrition levels are high in South Sudan 

(5-8% SAM), indicating new arrivals are likely to arrive in poor nutritional condition 

(FEWSNET, 24/06/2015). In April, the nutrition situation in camps had somewhat improved, 

though it remained critical, with 20.9% GAM and 4.8% SAM in 2015, compared to 29.3% 

and 8.9%, respectively, in 2014. Tierkidi had 28.3% GAM and 8.6% SAM, Kule 21.3% 

and 5.2%, and Pugnido 24.2% and 4.8%. In Okugo camp, the nutrition situation was 

classified as serious, with 10.1% GAM and 0.8% SAM (UNHCR, 30/04/2015). 

Health: Most new arrivals are suffering from malaria, diarrhoea and skin diseases they 

contracted on their journey (MSF, 27/05/2015). Incidence rates of diarrhoea and malaria 

are much higher at entry points than in camps. Watery diarrhoea was at 27 cases per 

1000 per week in Pagak entry point, bloody diarrhoea at 3.8/1000/week, and malaria at 

151/1000/week. The rainy season has led to an increase in the number of malaria cases 
(UNHCR, 01/08/2015). 

A cholera outbreak has been ongoing in South Sudan since May 2015. So far, the vast 

majority of cases have been reported in Juba. Only few cases were reported in the 

states of origin of most refugees arriving in Gambella (WHO, 22/08/2015). 

WASH: As of 21 August, safe water supply was within standards (>15 l/p/d) in all camps 

except Jewi, which was recently established. In Kule, refugees had access to 16.2 l/p/d, 

in Tierkidi 16.8 l/p/d, in Pugnido I 17.1 l/p/d, in Okugo 22.4 l/p/d, and in Jewi 8 l/p/d 

(UNHCR, 21/08/2015). In Pagak, people have access to 5 l/p/d, and 18 l/p/d in Akobo 

(UNHCR, 01/08/2015). In the camps, access to water has significantly improved between 

July and August (UNHCR, 01/08/2015).  

Sanitation in the camps is below Sphere standards, except in Kule, where one latrine is 

shared between 11 people. In Tierkidi, the latrine per persons ratio is 1:26 l/p, in Jewi 

1:49 l/p, in Okugo 1:25 l/p, and in Pugnido 1:33 l/p (UNHCR, 07/08/2015). In entry points and 

transit centres, sanitation coverage is worse. In Pagak, latrine per persons ratio is 1:109 

l/p, and in Akobo 1:64 (UNHCR, 01/08/2015). In parts of Kule and Tierkidi, rains have 

affected the stability and usability of latrines, due to soil characteristics and a rising 

water table (UNHCR, 03/07/2015). In the camps, latrine coverage has significantly improved 

between July and August (UNHCR, 01/08/2015).  

Shelter and NFIs: Shelter at entry points and transit centres consists of communal 

hangers (UNHCR, 01/08/2015). Refugees in Jewi camp, who were relocated from Leitchuor 

and Nip Nip camps, still need shelter support. They are living in temporary shelters, 

http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/RefugeePopulation_inGambellaasof21August2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/NewArrivals_inGambellaasof21August2015.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/15/south-sudan-first-anniversary-civil-war
http://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/ethiopia-south-sudanese-new-arrivals-gambella-post-15th-december-2013-18-august-2015
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/NewArrivals_inGambellaasof21August2015.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2204
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ETH_SS_UPDATE16-21July2015.pdf
http://www.unhcr.org/554357f06.html
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_08%20-21%20AUG%202015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Ethiopia%20HB_27_July_2015.pdf
http://www.dw.com/en/south-sudan-refugee-exodus-continues/a-18650201
http://www.unhcr.org/554357f06.html
http://reliefweb.int/report/south-sudan/south-sudan-food-security-outlook-july-december-2015
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/FEWS%20NET%20South%20Sudan%20Alert_06242015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/NewArrivals_inGambellaasof21August2015.pdf
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/system/files/documents/files/protection_cluster_5.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_25%20JULY-07%20AUGUST_2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/FEWS%20NET%20South%20Sudan%20Alert_06242015.pdf
http://www.msf.org/article/ethiopia-new-wave-refugees-fleeing-ongoing-violence-south-sudan
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2231
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Situation%20Report%20Issue%20%2362%2C%2022%20August%202015%20on%20Cholera%20in%20South%20Sudan_.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_08%20-21%20AUG%202015.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2231
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2231
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_25%20JULY-07%20AUGUST_2015.pdf
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2231
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2121
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2231
http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2231
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which have a short life span (NRC, 23/07/2015). Most refugees have lost all their 

belongings, and arrive only with what they can carry (Anglican News, 03/08/2015). 

Vulnerable Groups Affected 

91% of the refugee population are women and children, who have been previously 

identified as particularly vulnerable and disproportionally impacted by problems of 

security and protection (GenocideWatch 2006; UNHCR, 21/08/2015). 

Humanitarian Constraints  

The road to Pugnido II camp is poor, which challenges access to the new site. However, 

work is ongoing to improve the road. So far, 22 of the 35.4 km road from Abobo to 

Pugnido has been shaped and the first layer of gravel is in progress (UNHCR, 21/08/2015). 

Aggravating Factors 

Seasonal Information 

Both flash and river floods are common in Gambella during the rainy season (June–

September) a scenario that could exacerbate conditions among displaced populations 

(Samson 2008). In western agricultural areas, the lean season lasts from June–September 

(FEWSNET, 2013). Decreased availability of food and price increases could lead to an 

increase in food insecurity, among host communities and refugees.  

Other Factors of Vulnerability 

As of August, the security situation in Gambella region has been calm. One recent 

incident was reported, in which gunfire was exchanged between members of the 

Ethiopian National Defense Force after allegations of robbery (UNHCR, 07/08/2015). 

However, insecurity in Gambella has been reported in the past. In September 2014, 

inter-communal clashes between highlanders and Mejeng ethnic groups occurred in 

Godere and Mengesh woredas, Gambella Region. More than 100 people were killed 

and over 9,330 were displaced (UNICEF 31/10/14).  

A nationwide measles outbreak has been ongoing in Ethiopia. Though most active 

outbreak sites were in Oromia region as of June 2015, recurrent measles outbreaks 

occur in the country (OCHA, 08/06/2015; 11/08/2014). 

 

 

 

Contextual Information  

Drivers and History of the Current Conflict 

Since violence broke out in December 2013, President Kiir’s government forces (SPLA), 

who are predominantly Dinka and backed by Ugandan troops, are pitted against a loose 

alliance of military defectors loyal to former Vice President Riek Machar called the 

SPLA-in-Opposition, or SPLM-in-Opposition (SPLM-IO) along with ethnic Nuer militia 

forces. Since the beginning of the conflict, several splinter groups have left the SPLM-

IO. At least seven ceasefires have been signed and broken since the civil war started 

in December 2013 (The Daily Star, 29/06/2015). Widespread violence and major offensives 

were launched between April and June, particularly in Unity State and Upper Nile (Small 

Arms Survey, 01/07/2015). 

Past Displacement 

Prior to the influx of refugees fleeing the conflict in South Sudan in December 2013, 

there were 57,414 South Sudanese in Gambella region (UNHCR, 21/08/2015). Their 

displacement mainly originates for previous episodes of inter-ethnic violence in South 

Sudan in the years prior the recent civil war and during South Sudan’s fight for 

independence (Dipnote 04/11/2013). While most refugees in Gambella prior to the current 

crisis are protracted since 2006-2008, ongoing inter-tribal violence in 2012 and 2013 

caused sporadic displacement from South Sudan. The majority of previous refugees 

are Nuer (UNHCR 2012, UNHCR 2013).   

In addition, as of June 2015, more than 16,000 people were newly internally displaced 

in Gambella due to conflict. Many others are in protracted displacement. Though internal 

displacement further stretches the coping capacity of host communities, recent internal 

displacement has occurred in different locations from the influx of refugees in the region 
(PI, 06/2015). 

International and Neighbouring Countries’ Relationship to the Conflict  

Internationally supported peace talks are underway in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. However, 

no agreement has been reached so far (ENCA, 17/08/2015; VOA, 07/08/2015). 

 

Key Characteristics of Host Population and Area 

 Demographic profile: The latest CSA estimate (July 2008) puts 

Gambella’s population size at 259,000, and approximately 48% are women. It has a 

mainly rural population with urban inhabitants numbering 77,925 (25% of total 

http://reliefweb.int/report/ethiopia/flood-affected-refugees-need-urgent-assistance
http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2015/08/ethiopia-anglican-church-continues-to-support-south-sudanese-refugees.aspx
http://www.genocidewatch.org/images/Ethiopia_Feb_06_Livelihoods_and_Vulnerabilities_Study,_Gambella_Region_of_Ethiopia.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/NewArrivals_inGambellaasof21August2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_08%20-21%20AUG%202015.pdf
http://www.lumes.lu.se/database/alumni/06.08/thesis/Samson_Abaya.pdf
http://www.fews.net/east-africa/ethiopiahttp:/www.fews.net/east-africa/ethiopia
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_25%20JULY-07%20AUGUST_2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UNICEF%20Ethiopia%20CO%20Humanitarian%20Sitrep%20_5%20-September%20and%20October.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Humanitarian_Bulletin_8_June_2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Humanitarian%20Bulletin_11%20August.pdf
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/World/2015/Jun-29/304249-south-sudans-rival-leaders-meet-as-fighting-continues.ashx
http://www.smallarmssurveysudan.org/fileadmin/docs/facts-figures/south-sudan/HSBA-Conflict-Unity-July-2015.pdf
http://www.smallarmssurveysudan.org/fileadmin/docs/facts-figures/south-sudan/HSBA-Conflict-Unity-July-2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/RefugeePopulation_inGambellaasof21August2015.pdf
https://blogs.state.gov/stories/2013/11/04/ethiopia-monitoring-progress-pugnido-refugee-camp
http://www.unhcr.org/4f5f4b4c6.html
http://data.unhcr.org/Sudanese_Refugees_in_Ethiopia/download.php?id=475
https://www.enca.com/africa/south-sudanese-leader-ethiopia-peace-talks
http://www.voanews.com/content/south-sudan-igad-peace-talks-detainees-transitional-government/2906688.html
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regional population). Population density is estimated at 10.3 people per square 

kilometre (PCC 2007; Ethiopian demography and health, 2013). 

 The region has a diverse range of ethnic groups including the Nuer (40%), Agnuak 

(27%), Amhara (8%), Oromo (6%), Mezhenger (5.8%), Keffa (4.1%), Mocha (2%), 

Tigraway (1.6%) and other ethnic groups from Southern Ethiopia (5.5%) (Ethiopian 

Demography and Health 2013). 

 Gambella is an isolated and largely neglected area of Ethiopia with limited 

infrastructure and resources available. Many host communities were already 

struggling to meet their own needs and are further challenged due to the influx of 

refugees (DRC, 01/2014).  

 Food security and livelihoods: 3.9 million people are estimated in need of food 

assistance across Ethiopia, mainly in eastern and northern regions (ECHO, 10/07/2015). 

In Gambella, recession riverside agriculture is common, particularly maize and 

sorghum. Alternative income sources such as fishing are important sources of food. 

Wild food consumption is part of the daily dietary intake given the natural forest 

resources (Ethiopian demography and health, 2013). 

 Nutrition levels: 27% of children under five were stunted in Gambella region in 

2011, including 11% severely. 9% was wasted, including 2% severely. Prevalence 

of both wasting and stunting was below the national average (Ethiopian DHS, 2012). 

 Health statistics: Child mortality rate was for Gambella was recoded at 51 per 1,000 

live births, and under 5 mortality rate was 76 per 1,000 live births (Knoema 2011). The 

maternal mortality rate for Ethiopia stands at 420 per 100,000 (WB 2014). 

 Literacy: In 2011, 36.3% of females in Gambella was literate, and 73.3% of males 
(Knoema 2011). 

 

Response Capacity 

Local and National Response Capacity 

The Administration for Refugee and Returnee Affairs (ARRA) has been coordinating the 

overall humanitarian assistance (UNICEF 15/07/2014). The Government of Ethiopia has 

been praised for its collaborative efforts with humanitarian actors whilst working with 

refugees (OCHA 04/12/14).  

International Response Capacity 

Numerous international actors are active in the region, including UNHCR, Oxfam, MSF, 

ZOA, ACF, SCI, IOM, and others. The refugee response is coordinated by UNHCR, in 

collaboration with ARRA. Sectors covered by the international response include 

protection, education, food security and nutrition, health, NFIs, shelter, WASH and 

livelihood support. Actors are mainly present in camps, but activities are also carried out 

at entry and transit points (UNHCR, 03/06/2015). 

ACF and UNHCR have started the set-up of Community Management of Acute 

Malnutrition (CMAM) and Infant and Young Child Feeding (IYCF) triage and 

management structures in Pugnido II camp, in preparation of the relocation of refugees 

from transit centres and entry points. As of 21 August, three water points were installed 

in the new camp, 12 latrines completed, and the construction of 22 additional latrines 

was ongoing (UNHCR, 21/08/2015). Vaccination for newly arrived children is ongoing at all 

entry points, including measles and oral polio vaccine (07/08/2015). 

As of 21 August, of the 153.2 million USD requested for the Gambella region response, 

42.6 million USD has been funded (UNHCR, 21/08/2015). 

Population Coping Mechanisms 

Many South Sudanese have resorted to using coping strategies, such as consumption 

of seeds, in order to feed their families (ICRC, 02/06/2015). 

Information Gaps and Needs 

 No information is available regarding the needs of refugees staying in host 

communities. 

 There is limited information about the needs of new arrivals at entry points and transit 

centres. 

 There is a lack of a general overview of unmet needs among refugees residing in 

camps.  

 

Lessons Learned 

 Gambella region has seen large displacements from South Sudan before, notably in 

2008 and more sporadically in 2011-2013. However, while there have been a general 

preparedness with established mechanisms in place for responding to displacement 

crises, unexpectedly large influxes have proven difficult to handle (ACAPS, 22/08/2014). 

 Quick relocation of refugees from vulnerable host communities, entry points and 

temporary shelters, combined with expanded camp capacity were identified as key 

factors to a better response from previous crises.  

 The main shortcomings of past responses in the region relate to lack of 

preparedness; mechanisms are in place but the extent of services and means are 

not sufficient to accommodate the influx (WFP 19/02/2014, AllAfrica 27/01/2014 DRC, 01/2014).  

http://www.csa.gov.et/newcsaweb/images/documents/surveys/Population%20and%20Housing%20census/ETH-pop-2007/survey0/data/Doc/Reports/Gambella_Statistical.pdf
http://www.ethiodemographyandhealth.org/Gambella.html
http://www.ethiodemographyandhealth.org/Gambella.html
http://www.ethiodemographyandhealth.org/Gambella.html
http://drc.dk/relief-work/where-we-work/horn-of-africa-and-yemen/ethiopia/
http://erccportal.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ECHO-Flash/Last-15-ECHO-Flash
http://www.ethiodemographyandhealth.org/Gambella.htmlhttp:/www.ethiodemographyandhealth.org/Gambella.html
http://dhsprogram.com/pubs/pdf/FR255/FR255.pdf
http://knoema.com/atlas/Ethiopia/Gambella
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SH.STA.MMRT
http://knoema.com/atlas/Ethiopia/Gambella
http://www.unicef.org/appeals/files/UNICEF_Ethiopia_South_Sudanese_Refugee_Update.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ASG%20Kang%20Statement%20to%20the%20press_South%20Sudan%204Dec2014.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ETH_ssdemergency_Partners_150601.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_08%20-21%20AUG%202015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_25%20JULY-07%20AUGUST_2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ALL_SSD_UPDATE_08%20-21%20AUG%202015.pdf
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/ethiopia-support-communities-hosting-south-sudanese-refugees
http://acaps.org/img/documents/b-140814-gambella-bn.pdf
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Map   

 

Source: UNHCR, 01/06/2015 

http://data.unhcr.org/SouthSudan/download.php?id=2104

